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Introduction
An effective speech or presentation can raise the hopes of your 
audience and give them something to believe in. People need to 
believe in someone. They want to be inspired. Whether you lead a 
nation or a business department, someone is looking to you for 
inspiration. Use your words, gestures, and voice to drive your 
message home. 
Carmine Gallo (qtd. in forbes.com) 
 In today’s world, it is easy to communicate. Thanks to social media and radio and 
television broadcasting, you can simply get your message across to a wide range of audiences 
throughout the world. As a result, it is absolutely crucial the send the right message. This is 
also true for politicians. Political campaigns have become about more than merely choosing 
the right candidate; they are as much about the right candidate as they are about who has the 
most money, better campaign leader and speechwriter. It is more important than ever before 
to have clear and genuine viewpoints and lucidly bring those viewpoints across to the 
audience.  
 This development also has its disadvantages. Even though having a whole team of 
experts all working on a speech might seem as a luxury, it also entails drawbacks. As Gallo 
said, when you have a high position, there will always be people who are looking up to you 
for inspiration. Unfortunately, sometimes, when the stakes are high, the pressure of saying the 
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right thing at the right moment can cause politicians to come across as hypocritical and 
indifferent. 
 Being the first black presidential nominee and later president of the United States, 
Barack Obama could hardly evade this problem. Nonetheless, as most commentators agree, 
Obama has managed to deliver some of the most interesting and genuine speeches of our 
time. His keynote address at the Democratic National Convention in 2004 was highly praised 
and gave him the reputation of one of the greatest speakers of the Democratic Party. Of 
course, there is no such thing as a perfect speech but one might say that Obama’s speeches 
come close. His intriguing speeches are appealing to a broad spectrum of audiences due to his 
ever-present confidence, compassion and solid presence.  
 In an interview with the New York Times, Obama’s head speech writer, Jon Favreau, 
stated that he and his fellow writers drew their inspiration for Obama’s speeches from 
legends such as John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King. By using political and rhetorical 
devices borrowed from successful speakers such as Kennedy and King, Obama enhanced his 
appeal to large audiences nationwide.  
But which devices does Obama use? How does he manage to make those his own to 
successfully appeal to his supporters and critics alike? What are the rhetorical devices he 
relies on to get his message across? How does he try to “sell” his political convictions to an 
audience that, politically, does not always agree with him? 
 Moreover, although Obama is without a doubt a great and charismatic speech writer, 
the question arises whether he can live up to the ideals and values his rhetoric expresses. 
Rhetoric and reality often diverge; it is interesting to analyze to what extent Obama is able to 
bring the two together. There is no doubt that Obama and his team use amazing rhetoric but 
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rhetoric won’t change a nation, actions do. Is Obama able to use his rhetoric to bring about 
change in American society and politics and move the nation forward towards a better future? 
Or are there huge discrepancies between his rhetoric and his actual policies and 
achievements?  
 In this thesis I aim to analyze some of Obama’s most successful speeches to try to 
understand what makes his speeches so appealing. By analyzing his speeches and placing 
them in a political and historical context, I want to find out what political and rhetorical 
devices Obama uses in his speeches. Furthermore, I want to put Obama’s rhetoric next to his 
actions to see to what extent he has been able to live up to the promises expressed in his 
rhetoric. As can be expected, rhetoric and reality remain quite distinct. In Obama’s case, his 
rhetorical devices on the one hand and policies and political actions and convictions on the 
other occasionally diverge remarkably.  
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Chapter 1 
The American Dream 
 This chapter provides an analysis of the representation and the use of the American 
Dream in Barack Obama’s speeches. First, I will give a short history of the concept of the 
American Dream and its “founders.” I will also depict how the American Dream has 
developed over the past decades, the influence it has had and how it was used in American 
politics, looking closely at how president Barack Obama has used this notion throughout his 
presidential campaigns and later during his two terms in the White House. 
 “I think the American Dream says that anything can happen if you work hard enough 
at it and are persistent, and have some ability. The sky is the limit to what you can build, and 
what can happen to you and your family,” said American banker and philanthropist, Sanford 
I. Weill, once (Weil 197). Currently, there are not many people who have never heard of the 
notion of the American Dream. It has made America the “city upon a hill,” an example for the 
rest of the world. One might ask why, and the answer is that the term is usually associated 
with the idea that anything is possible in America. That is the reason why there are hundreds 
of thousands of people from all around the world who risk their lives every year in the hopes 
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of achieving their own American Dream. But what is the American Dream exactly? How is it 
that an idea from decades ago is still encrypted in the mind of millions of people around the 
world? What is the story behind it? How has it changed throughout the last decades and how 
is it used in the American politics? 
 American writer and historian James Truslow Adams is often regarded as one of the 
first writers to use the popularized image of the American Dream; in fact, he is seen as being 
the first person to ever use the term. In his book The Epic of America (1931), Adams 
described the American Dream as “That American dream of a better, richer, and happier life 
for all our citizens of every rank, which is the greatest contribution we have made to the 
thought and welfare of the world. That dream or hope has been present from the start. Ever 
since we became an independent nation, each generation has seen an uprising of ordinary 
Americans to save that dream from the forces, which appeared to be overwhelming and 
dispelling it.” (viii) Adams, furthermore, explains that the American Dream is not merely 
materialistic; it also includes the vision that the Founding Fathers had for America, that “all 
men are equal” and that all deserve a fair chance to “pursuit their happiness”:  
That dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for 
everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement. It is a 
difficult dream for the European upper classes to interpret adequately, and too 
many of us ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not a dream of 
motor cars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man 
and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are 
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innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the 
fortuitous circumstances of birth or position. (214-215) 
 Adams came up with the notion of the American Dream after “Black Tuesday” in 
1929. The crash of the stock market in 1929, which brought the Roaring Twenties to an 
abrupt end, is considered the most devastating financial crisis in the history of the United 
States. The ten-year Great Depression that followed, resulted in mass unemployment. 
Consequently, many people began to lose hope while seeing everything they had worked hard 
for getting shattered in front of their eyes. Adams used the term to discuss The Great 
Depression and concluded that the dream is not merely about materialistic possessions. It also 
includes the right to freedom and a fair chance at life for everyone regardless of their 
background. In this way, Adams tried to infuse hope in the American people that even though 
the depression had a devastating financial impact on the country, there was still a fair chance 
for everybody to build a future in America; all it took was courage and the willingness to 
work hard and start anew.   
 Even though Adams might have been the first person to use the popularized term 
‘American Dream,’ the concept of the American Dream can be traced back to the Puritans. 
According to Ghosh, “The American Dream is a quintessentially twentieth-century iteration 
of the vision of New England settlers” (7). In 1630, John Winthrop described his vision for 
America as a country where the people could prosper together and become a “city upon a 
hill” with the “eyes of all people upon them.” Ghosh adds that even though the term 
American Dream might not have been around since the nation’s inception, there has always 
been an “imbricated relationship between the ideas of work, virtue and happiness”. Thus, the 
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American Dream, “which is most certainly an artifact of the twentieth century, is a 
contemporary and secularized iteration of this relationship” (7). This relationship between 
hard work, virtue and happiness has created a common belief that anything is possible in 
America and that everyone, regardless of their background, race and social status deserve a 
decent chance in life. This belief has also formed (and is confirmed by) one of the most 
famous sentences of the Declaration of Independence: that “All men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”     
 There are many other great embodiments of the American Dream in American history 
amongst whom Abraham Lincoln is one of the most well-known ones. According to Cullen, 
Lincoln was “widely regarded as the greatest American”. Cullen argues that even though 
Lincoln is mostly known for ending slavery and the persevering of the Union, for him both 
were means to a more essential end: sustaining the American dream (Cullen 8).  
 Fast forward to the 21st century. Even though the American Dream has developed 
through the centuries and has become more materialistic, it still plays a big role, in American 
society as well as in contemporary politics. According to Ghosh, the use of the term 
American Dream has soared in recent years. Even though the Republicans and the Democrats 
have very different ideas about how the country should be managed, they both use the 
American Dream as a corner-stone for their views. Logically, their interpretations of the 
American Dream and the road to it differ greatly. Nonetheless, both parties know the 
importance of this idea among the American people and try to build their image of the 
country upon the image that the Founding Fathers had in mind for America. As can be seen in 
the excerpt from George W. Bush’s speech below, the message is always the same: both 
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parties want an America where every citizen gets a fair chance at achieving the American 
Dream. 
I have faith that with God's help we as a nation will move forward together, as 
one nation, indivisible. And together we will create an America that is open, so 
every citizen has access to the American Dream. An America that is educated, so 
every child has the keys to realize that dream. And an America that is united in 
our diversity and our shared American values that are larger than race or party. I 
was not elected to serve one party, but to serve one nation. The President of the 
United States is the President of every single American, of every race and every 
background. Whether you voted for me or not, I will do my best to serve your 
interests, and I will work to earn your respect. (December 14, 2000) 
 Yet, perhaps even more than Bush, Obama is associated with the idea of the American 
Dream. “In recent years, during George W. Bush’s presidency, the rhetoric of the American 
Dream received its most searing incarnation in the candidacy, and indeed personhood, of 
Barack Obama” (Ghosh 41). Discussing Obama in terms of the American Dream has become 
a popular subject over the past years. It is not only interesting to analyze Obama’s 
embodiment of the American Dream, but also to study how he makes use of the term in his 
political agenda. 
 As the first black president of the United States, Obama was more than merely a new 
president. His victory was a portrayal of the fact that, indeed, in American, anything is 
possible: a notion that many Americans take pride in. A self-made man, Obama was not only 
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able to overcome the struggles of his past, he was also able to denounce racial prejudices and 
earn his way to the highest, and most important, position in the United States government. 
With this knowledge, Obama regularly uses himself as an example to prove that anything is 
possible in America. He frequently talks about how his amazing journey would not have been 
possible anywhere else: 
I stand here knowing that my story is part of the larger American story, that I owe 
a debt to all of those who came before me, and that in no other country on Earth 
is my story even possible. Tonight, we gather to affirm the greatness of our nation 
not because of the height of our skyscrapers, or the power of our military, or the 
size of our economy; our pride is based on a very simple premise, summed up in 
a declaration made over two hundred years ago: "We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness”. That is the true genius of America, a faith in simple dreams.  
 In addition, Obama discusses his own personal experiences against the backdrop of 
the American Dream to make a plea for a multicultural tradition and an open society that 
remains supportive of immigration. With the help of the American Dream he addresses the 
debate about his foreign name and the allegations that he is not American enough because of 
his Kenyan father, only to defend a far larger tradition. Obama emphasizes the fact that 
tolerance and equality are the essence of the American Dream and part of the dreams of the 
Founding Fathers for America: 
!  
!  9
My parents shared not only an improbable love; they shared an abiding faith in 
the possibilities of this nation. They would give me an African name, Barack, or 
"blessed," believing that in a tolerant America, your name is no barrier to success. 
They imagined me going to the best schools in the land, even though they weren't 
rich, because in a generous America you don't have to be rich to achieve your 
potential. (2004) 
Being foreign and not being rich should not prevent anyone from realizing the American 
Dream. Without explicitly mentioning the painful debates about immigration and 
multiculturalism in American society, Obama uses the American Dream to plead for tolerance 
and openness. 
The fact that America offers a fair chance to all does not mean success can be handed 
down to anyone without hard work, as that is the true essence of the American Dream. 
Obama, thus, very often emphasizes his hard work. Especially in a period when many critics 
have claimed that Obama is only in this position because of his skin color, he strives to prove 
that the only thing that has enabled him to achieve his dreams was hard work.  
I was never the likeliest candidate for this office. We didn’t start with much 
money or many endorsements. Our campaign was not hatched in the halls of 
Washington – it began in the backyards of Des Moines and the living rooms of 
Concord and the front porches of Charleston. 
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Furthermore, Obama adds that values such as hard work and self-reliance have been the 
corner-stones of the nation and that they are the essence of liberty in America: 
But we understand our liberty in a more positive sense as well, in the idea of 
opportunity and the subsidiary values that help realize opportunity - all those 
homespun virtues that Benjamin Franklin first popularized in Poor Richard’s 
Almanack and that have continued to inspire our allegiance through successive 
generations. The values of self-reliance and self-improvement and risk-taking. 
The values of drive, discipline, temperance, and hard work. The values of thrift 
and personal responsibility. These values are rooted in a basic optimism about life 
and a faith in free will - a confidence that through pluck and sweat and smarts, 
each of us can rise above the circumstances of our birth. But these values also 
express a broader confidence that so long as individual men and women are free 
to pursue their own interests, society as a whole will prosper (54-55). 
 
More particularly, Obama also relies on the concept of the American Dream to cope 
with the economic crisis caused by the financial system’s breakdown in 2008. The concept is 
meant to offer a solution to this crisis. Reliance on the American Dream will solve America’s 
economic problems. His optimism is clear in his victory speech of 2008. He is confident that 
Americans can reclaim the American Dream: 
If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all 
things are possible; who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our 
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time; who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer. [..] 
This is our chance to answer that call. This is our moment. This is our time – to 
put our people back to work and open doors of opportunity for our kids; to restore 
prosperity and promote the cause of peace; to reclaim the American Dream and 
reaffirm that fundamental truth – that out of many, we are one; that while we 
breathe, we hope, and where we are met with cynicism, and doubt, and those who 
tell us that we can’t, we will respond with that timeless creed that sums up the 
spirit of a people: Yes We Can. 
 Despite all of his optimism, when Obama took the office, America was struggling 
with one of the biggest financial recessions in decades. Every day, more and more people saw 
their American Dream disappear in front of their eyes. According to Dinesh D’Souza, in his 
documentary 2016: Obama’s America, “Obama came out of nowhere. No one really knew 
him. He came into the White House on the basis of promise of hope” (11.25): the hope that 
America can once again be ‘the city upon the hill,´ the hope that even after years of crisis, 
years of people watching their American Dreams vanish in front of their eyes through 
bankruptcy, foreclosures and unemployment, not all was lost. The depth of the situation was 
immediately visible when Obama addressed the crisis in his 2009 inaugural speech: 
That we are in the midst of crisis is now well understood. Our nation is at war, 
against a far-reaching network of violence and hatred. Our economy is badly 
weakened, a consequence of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some, but 
also our collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the nation for a new 
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age. Homes have been lost; jobs shed; businesses shuttered. Our health care is too 
costly; our schools fail too many; and each day brings further evidence that the 
ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries and threaten our planet. 
 The recession had a significant effect on the fading of the American Dream. Similar to 
the Great Depression, the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008 was devastating. With 
people losing their jobs and their homes and given the fact that “that economic indicators 
such as income and employment status are strong predictors of the American Dream” (Stout, 
Le), more and more Americans were becoming skeptical about their own and the nation’s 
future prospects, thus adding to the crisis. Obama’s task, thus, was not only to restore the 
economy and help the nation move past the aftermath of the crisis, he also had to restore hope 
and create a positive outlook for the future.  
 By using the term American Dream, Obama tried to encourage the people to work 
hard in order to rebuild the nation. The term not only shows that anything is possible in 
America with hard work, it also reminds people of the fact that this is not a new struggle. 
Previous generations had to deal with the same problems with lesser means, and only came 
out stronger. America is a land of opportunities; thus, nothing is impossible. All it takes is the 
commitment to hard word and the willingness to rebuild the country and change the status 
quo: 
This is the journey we continue today. We remain the most prosperous, powerful 
nation on Earth. Our workers are no less productive than when this crisis began. 
Our minds are no less inventive, our goods and services no less needed than they 
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were last week or last month or last year. Our capacity remains undiminished. But 
our time of standing pat, of protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant 
decisions - that time has surely passed. Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, 
dust ourselves off, and begin again the work of remaking America (2009 ). 
 But Obama also acknowledges that those who try to realize the American Dream and 
live up to its tenets may need the support of others. This need to reclaim the dream may even 
involve government support. The American Dream is about more than individual success. 
According to some people, the essence of the American Dream has become too materialistic. 
People work so hard to get fancier cars and bigger houses that they don’t have time to enjoy 
the things they work for. The main premise of the American Dream is that if you are willing 
to work hard, you will be able to make a living and be successful. But as it turns out, 
particularly amidst a financial crisis, that is not always the case. There are plenty of people 
who work extremely long hours per day, live on a minimum wage, and are still struggling to 
make ends meet. There are plenty of people who have a hard time to provide the basic 
necessities of daily life for themselves and for their families. Especially those group of people 
are skeptical about their chances to achieve their American Dream. By acknowledging these 
hard facts, Obama hopes to show empathy, while, at the same time, creating hope. In his 2007 
speech on the American Dream, he admitted that hard work is not always enough; it doesn’t 
always mean that people who are struggling don’t work hard:  
Americans are working harder for less and paying more for health care and 
college. For most folks, one income isn't enough to raise a family and send your 
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kids to college. Sometimes, two incomes aren't enough. It's harder to save. It's 
harder to retire. You're doing your part, you're meeting your responsibilities, but it 
always seems like you're treading water or falling behind. And as I see this every 
day on the campaign trail, I'm reminded of how unlikely it is that the dreams of 
my family could be realized today. I don't accept this future. We need to reclaim 
the American dream. 
 Research conducted by Christopher Timothy Stout and Le shows that this skepticism 
is even higher among African-Americans. One of the reasons for this seems to be the fact that 
African-Americans were much more likely to lose their homes in the recent mortgage crisis 
and were up to twice more likely than whites to be unemployed during the recession. The 
same research also demonstrated that the African-Americans were not the only group 
skeptical about the American Dream. It turns out that only 30% of the Latinos in the United 
States believes that they have reached the American Dream opposed to 31% and 51% among 
African-Americans and whites, respectively. 
 It is, of course, not a secret that minority groups in America often feel like they are in 
a disadvantaged position. This is not only due to the fact that discrimination is still very much 
alive but also that often children of immigrants do not get a good education due to the lack of 
money. Of course, what makes America the “city upon a hill” is the hope that every person 
can have a shot at “going to the best schools in the land,” regardless of his or her financial 
status because “in a generous America you don't have to be rich to achieve your 
potential” (2004). Unfortunately, we don’t live in an ideal world and America certainly turns 
out not to be generous, especially amidst a financial crisis: 
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When our fellow Americans are denied the American dream, our own dreams are 
diminished. And today, the cost of that dream is rising faster than ever before. 
While some have prospered beyond imagination in this global economy, middle-
class Americans - as well as those working hard to become middle class - are 
seeing the American dream slip further and further away. You know it from your 
own lives. Americans are working harder for less and paying more for health care 
and college. For most folks, one income isn't enough to raise a family and send 
your kids to college. Sometimes, two incomes aren't enough. It's harder to save. 
It's harder to retire. You're doing your part, you're meeting your responsibilities, 
but it always seems like you're treading water or falling behind (2007).  
Particularly during years of economic crisis, the American Dream does not exclude 
support from the government and the assistance of fellow citizens. Obama also uses the 
notion of the American Dream to sell his political philosophy of a strong federal government 
and virtuous citizenship. The Dream also involves community feelings and community 
support, a sense of unity and coming together that transcends boundaries and divisions. That 
is why Obama, in his speeches, very often not only stresses the vision of the Founding 
Fathers, that “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” but 
also that “there is not a liberal America and a conservative America - there is the United 
States of America. There is not a black America and a white America and Latino America and 
Asian America - there's the United States of America” (2004). The unity that Obama’s 
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American Dream helps bring about includes government and citizenship activism. In a way, 
Obama uses the American Dream to sell to the country his political convictions and 
government policies. 
 Luckily, Stout and Le’s research also shows that Obama’s election to the White House 
has improved the point of view of the skeptics. As they state: 
For some, Obama’s successful candidacy represents the destruction of the 
proverbial glass ceiling. The narrative of a poor African-American child being 
raised by a single mother, working his way through college and law school, and 
ultimately being elected to the highest office in the United States may serve to 
change black’s opinions about the attainability of the American Dream. Thus, 
Obama’s candidacy and subsequent election to the White House could transform 
blacks from being persistent pessimists of the American Dream to unrelenting 
optimists of the American ideal (1339). 
 Obama knew that these vanishing dreams were not something he could bring back to 
life in four or maybe even eight years. Nonetheless, his mission was to unite America again, 
shows people that it is okay to dream and believe that everything is going to be alright. By 
setting priorities, focusing on making clear that everybody deserves a chance and is equal, he 
hopes to teach American’s to trust and learn to dream again.   
We remain a young nation, but in the words of Scripture, the time has come to set 
aside childish things. The time has come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose 
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our better history; to carry forward that precious gift, that noble idea, passed on 
from generation to generation: the God-given promise that all are equal, all are 
free, and all deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of happiness (2009 
inaugural). 
 Needless to say, the problem with using such hopeful rhetoric is that there is a 
noticeable gap between rhetoric and reality. Clearly, in an ideal America, everybody would 
get a fair chance at success; unfortunately, reality proves that America is far from its ideal 
self. The American economy is badly weakened, there is an ongoing debate about the 
minimum wage, and gender pay inequality still exists. The government’s website states that 
1.6 million American workers earn wages at or below the federal minimum. Women are twice 
as likely to work at or below the minimum wage compared to men. According to The New 
York Times, “there isn’t a single state in the country where it’s possible to work 40 hours per 
week at minimum wage and afford a two-bedroom apartment at Fair Market Rent”. The 
problem that is portrayed here is that there is a big group of Americans who cannot make 
ends meet despite their incredible efforts and hard work. In his 2015 State of the Union 
Address, Obama called for higher wages and gender par equality, saying: 
[..] nothing helps families make ends meet like higher wages.  That’s why this 
Congress still needs to pass a law that makes sure a woman is paid the same as a 
man for doing the same work. It’s 2015. It’s time. We still need to make sure 
employees get the overtime they’ve earned. And to everyone in this Congress 
who still refuses to raise the minimum wage, I say this:  If you truly believe you 
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could work full-time and support a family on less than $15,000 a year, try it. If 
not, vote to give millions of the hardest-working people in America a raise.  
In the same speech, Obama referred to notions such as an increase in minimum wage and 
gender pay equality as ideals. These are the ideals which are the essence of the American 
Dream: fair and equal chances for everybody despite their gender, age or background: 
But you know, things like childcare and sick leave and equal pay; things like 
lower mortgage premiums and a higher minimum wage -- these ideas will make a 
meaningful difference in the lives of millions of families. That’s a fact. And that’s 
what all of us, Republicans and Democrats alike, were sent here to do. 
Unfortunately, these are also ideals which Obama failed to realize during his two terms of 
presidency. According to the Huffington Post, Obama made a pledge as a presidential 
candidate to raise the minimum wage by the end of 2011. Dave Jamieson, in his Huffington 
Post article notes that, “despite his pledge, Obama hasn't exactly been stumping for the 
minimum wage increase”. The question that arises is to what extent the president is actually 
succeeding to provide every American with the essence of the American dream? He firmly 
believes in equality and fair chances for everybody in America but the reality proves to be 
very different. The president always advocates hard work as a tool for success when, in 
reality, there are millions of hard working Americans who are struggling to pay their rent or 
provide the necessities for their families.  
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 To conclude, Obama uses the American Dream to demonstrate that nothing is 
impossible in America through hard work and determination. He very often uses himself as 
an embodiment of the American Dream. Moreover, he uses this notion to create unity as well 
as equality; equal opportunities for all are the cornerstones of the American Dream. He also 
uses the Dream to criticize the existing inequality and sell his convictions and policies to the 
country. Unfortunately, despite his efforts, making ideals reality proves to be hard work. Even 
though Obama’s vision is a hopeful one for America and Americans alike, the reality is that 
the status quo does not provide an equal chance for everybody. The dream promises too 
much. As a result, Obama becomes vulnerable to the accusation that he depends on 
unrealistic ideas and expectations. 
Chapter 2 
The American Jeremiad  
 In this chapter I will analyze the representation of (American) Jeremiad in president 
Barack Obama’s speeches. First, I will give a brief review of the notion of the Jeremiad, its 
origins and how it was used by the Puritans as well as by secular representatives of American 
society. Further on, I will look at how contemporary politicians used the Jeremiad to 
approach problems, focusing on Obama’s speeches. 
 Sacvan Bercovitch, following Perry Miller, was among the first persons the use the 
term “American Jeremiad”. In his book The American Jeremiad, Bercovitch uses John 
Winthrop’s Model of Christian Charity to describe the term as a warning sermon delivered to 
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the people by the ministers, urging them to conform to God’s words before it was too late. By 
pointing out a tension between the ideal and its manifestation, the ministers aimed to unify 
the people and change the status quo. The term Jeremiad is derived from “the Old Testament 
prophet, Jeremiah, who warned of Israel’s fall and the destruction of the Jerusalem temple by 
Babylonia as punishment for the people’s failure to keep the Mosaic covenant” (Howard-
Pitney 6). The Puritan Jeremiad took it as its task to tell people the moral codes followed by a 
list of sins, which one should not commit. Their Jeremiad enabled the church to take control 
of the people. Furthermore, the Jeremiad allowed ministers to “exert social control over those 
who remained by castigating individual behavior that was detrimental to the cohesion of the 
community as a whole” (Howard-Pitney 6).  
 Richard L. Johannesen provides a brief history of the use of Jeremiad by the Puritans, 
in his essay “The Jeremiad and Jenkin Lloyd Jones”. Starting in the late sixteenth century, a 
new way of political interaction was founded in the form of sermons. These political 
sermons, which were not only given at political occasions, were a conjunction of guiding 
instructions for both political and public affairs. According to the Puritan ideology, God could 
only succeed if his chosen people, the New Englanders, succeeded in their mission in 
America. According to Johannesen, “a key assumption of the Jeremiad was that American 
Puritans, as God’s chosen people, had an unique mission and destiny”: they were ‘the city 
upon a hill’. The Puritan leaders used God’s words to implement changes amongst the nation. 
Over time, this idea of being God’s chosen people expanded throughout the nation. 
 According to Johannesen, the typical three-part Puritan Jeremiad had developed in the 
eighteenth century into a four-part sermon. This new construction of the Puritan Jeremiad 
was as followed: Part one was about making clear that the people understood that they had 
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failed in their faith as well as in maintaining their relationship with God; “ the typical three-
part Puritan Jeremiad had developed in the eighteenth century into a four-part sermon. This 
new construction of the Puritan Jeremiad was as followed: Part one was about making clear 
that the people understood that they had failed in their faith as well as in maintaining their 
relationship with God; “the audience has sinned, and thus violated their covenant with 
God” (Leeman 225). The second part was about using vivid imagery and biblical stories to 
show how the prophet’s warnings were coming true and how God was punishing the people 
due to their actions and lack of faith. The third part was designed to maintain control over the 
people. They were told to repair their bond with God by obeying the principles of the church. 
The fourth part consisted of the bright promise that there was still hope for the future if only 
the people would change their ways and obey the church principles. 
 In his book, Bercovitch compares the American jeremiad to its European 
predecessors. Whereas the European jeremiad only aimed to depict the society as one which 
was condemned to fail without any chance of progress, the American jeremiad adds hope for 
improvement. According to Bercovitch, the American jeremiad consisted out of three parts. 
“First, a precedent from the Scripture that sets out the communal norms”, then “a series of 
condemnations that details the actual state of the community (at the same time insinuating the 
covenantal promises that ensure success). Finally, “a prophetic vision that unveils the 
promises, announces the good things to come and explain the gap between fact and 
ideal” (2). 
 This ideal is used to create a rhetoric of fear and hope. The aim of creating a tension 
between social ideals and the real situation is to improve public life, or as Bercovitch 
explains it: "it posits a movement from promise to experience - from the ideal of community 
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to the shortcomings of community life - and thence forward, with prophetic assurance, 
toward the resolution that incorporates (as it transforms) both the promise and the 
condemnation" (16). 
 Even though the American jeremiad has developed into a less religious and more 
political rhetoric through the years, it still retains a crucial role in the rhetoric of public life in 
America. Obama’s speeches are an excellent example of how the American jeremiad is used 
in contemporary political rhetoric. After two terms of the war-driven Bush administration, 
Obama was ready to acknowledge the people’s frustrations and fears: “we have lived through 
an era where too often, short-term gains were prized over long-term prosperity”(feb 2009). 
Repent for the past two decades of war and sin and start to reform the nation, was his 
message. In his February 2009 speech, Address to Joint Session of Congress, he made this 
clear by saying that the “day of reckoning has arrived, and the time to take charge of our 
future is here”. Ritter explains, in his essay “American political rhetoric and the Jeremiad 
tradition: Presidential nomination acceptance addresses 1960-1976”, that “the presidential 
candidate offers to lead the people through repentance back to their fundamental national 
values and, thereby, restore America to its former greatness” (159). 
 In what can be considered as part one of a jeremiad, Obama addresses in his speeches 
all the problems that the nation is dealing with. By talking about the problems, and making 
them a collective failure, Obama tries to make people realize how serious the problems 
actually are. The Jeremiad structure of Obama’s speeches is easily detectable; even though 
every speech has a different topic, Obama generally starts out by pointing out the current 
problems. One of the main problems that America was dealing with during Obama’s first 
term was the financial crisis. In order to address this subject without further ado, Obama uses 
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the Jeremiad rhetoric by being very straightforward about the status quo: “I know that for 
many Americans watching right now, the state of our economy is a concern that rises above 
all others. And rightly so” (February 2009). Again, in his 2009 inaugural address, Obama 
start his speech by being very clear about the problems that the United Stated is dealing with: 
That we are in the midst of crisis is now well understood. Our nation is at war, 
against a far-reaching network of violence and hatred. Our economy is badly 
weakened, a consequence of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some, but 
also our collective failure to make hard choices and prepare the nation for a new 
age (January 2009). 
It is important to note how he does not blame a specific group for the current problems. He 
calls the status quo a “collective failure” and talks about how this failure is affecting all 
Americans: 
What is required now is for this country to pull together, confront boldly the 
challenges we face, and take responsibility for our future once more. Now, if 
we’re honest with ourselves, we’ll admit that for too long, we have not always 
met these responsibilities – as a government or as a people. I say this not to lay 
blame or look backwards, but because it is only by understanding how we arrived 
at this moment that we’ll be able to lift ourselves out of this predicament 
(February 2009). 
!  
!  24
 To truly identify a problem, one must seek its origins. Obama points out that their 
“collective failure” is not the result of a lack of knowledge, rather, it stems from a nation-
wide ignorance. It is the result of knowing better, yet deliberately choosing to ignore the fact 
and pick short term success over long term solutions: 
We have known for decades that our survival depends on finding new sources of 
energy.  Yet we import more oil today than ever before. The cost of health care 
eats up more and more of our savings each year, yet we keep delaying reform [..] 
Our children will compete for jobs in a global economy that too many of our 
schools do not prepare them for. And though all these challenges went unsolved, 
we still managed to spend more money and pile up more debt, both as individuals 
and through our government, than ever before [..] A surplus became an excuse to 
transfer wealth to the wealthy instead of an opportunity to invest in our 
future. Regulations were gutted for the sake of a quick profit at the expense of a 
healthy market (February 2009). 
 As we have seen previously, the Jeremiad is really bold and direct when addressing 
the problems that society is dealing with. Thus, president Obama, in a true Jeremiad fashion, 
addresses issues that most of the nation is reluctant to discuss. Not only does he use the 
Jeremiad to discuss recession, wars, unemployment and healthcare, he also brings up topics 
that are even less popular and are usually pushed to the background such as race and 
discrimination. He truly believes that “there’s nothing America can’t handle if we actually 
look squarely at the problem”. In one of his latest speeches in March 2015, to commemorate 
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the 50th anniversary of Selma, the president talks about one of the least popular subjects 
amongst American people, namely that racism still exists in America: 
Of course, a more common mistake is to suggest that Ferguson is an isolated 
incident; that racism is banished; that the work that drew men and women to 
Selma is now complete, and that whatever racial tensions remain are a 
consequence of those seeking to play the “race card” for their own purposes. We 
don’t need the Ferguson report to know that’s not true. We just need to open our 
eyes, and our ears, and our hearts to know that this nation’s racial history still 
casts its long shadow upon us.  
By citing texts such as the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, Obama reveals 
that the the ideal America is not yet realized due to race and equality issues.  
It’s only been in the last couple of weeks that the discussion of race in this 
campaign has taken a particularly divisive turn. On one end of the spectrum, 
we’ve heard the implication that my candidacy is somehow an exercise in 
affirmative action; that it’s based solely on the desire of wild and wide-eyed 
liberals to purchase racial reconciliation on the cheap. On the other end, we’ve 
heard my former pastor, Jeremiah Wright, use incendiary language to express 
views that have the potential not only to widen the racial divide, but views that 
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denigrate both the greatness and the goodness of our nation and that rightly 
offend white and black alike. 
Obama repeatedly uses the jeremiad to show how the nation has failed to live up to its duties 
and has thus failed to set forth the ideals and visions that the Founding Fathers and other 
American ancestors have had for America:  
Right now, in 2015, fifty years after Selma, there are laws across this country 
designed to make it harder for people to vote. As we speak, more of such laws are 
being proposed. Meanwhile, the Voting Rights Act, the culmination of so much 
blood, so much sweat and tears, the product of so much sacrifice in the face of 
wanton violence, the Voting Rights Act stands weakened, its future subject to 
political rancor [..] If every new voter-suppression law was struck down today, 
we would still have, here in America, one of the lowest voting rates among free 
peoples. Fifty years ago, registering to vote here in Selma and much of the South 
meant guessing the number of jellybeans in a jar, the number of bubbles on a bar 
of soap. It meant risking your dignity, and sometimes, your life [..] What’s our 
excuse today for not voting? How do we so casually discard the right for which 
so many fought? How do we so fully give away our power, our voice, in shaping 
America’s future? Why are we pointing to somebody else when we could take the 
time just to go to the polling places? We give away our power (March 2015). 
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 One other Jeremiad characteristic that Obama uses in his speeches, as the previous 
quote indicates, is his reliance on the visions of the Scripture, the Founding Fathers and other 
pivotal characters in American history to show how America has collectively failed to live up 
to the visions and goals that their ancestors had for them. This part supports what Ritter says 
about the contemporary use of Jeremiads. According to Ritter, “contemporary political 
rhetoric in the Jeremiad tradition necessarily involves an interpretation of the meaning of the 
American heritage” (164).  
 This second part of the jeremiad is used to support the allegations that the nation has 
failed to live up to its standard by comparing the state of the nation to what the American 
ancestors had in mind, as well as to, simultaneously, give the Americans hope that there is 
still room for progress: they have conquered greater problems in the past, so there is no 
reason why they cannot conquer the current problems.     
We remain a young nation, but in the words of Scripture, the time has come to 
set aside childish things. The time has come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to 
choose our better history; to carry forward that precious gift, that noble idea, 
passed on from generation to generation: the God-given promise that all are 
equal, all are free, and all deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of 
happiness (January 2009).  
This hope for the future is the essence of the third part of the jeremiad. Obama uses the 
jeremiad not only to create unity, but also to make clear that is never too late to change the 
status quo: 
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A conviction rooted in my faith in God and my faith in the American people – 
that working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, and 
that in fact we have no choice if we are to continue on the path of a more perfect 
union (March 2008). 
With this rhetoric he fosters the hope and vision that even though the nation can never 
achieve perfection, it can make progress. 
What greater expression of faith in the American experiment than this, what 
greater form of patriotism is there than the belief that America is not yet finished, 
that we are strong enough to be self-critical, that each successive generation can 
look upon our imperfections and decide that it is in our power to remake this 
nation to more closely align with our highest ideals?  (March 2015) 
Obama acknowledges that building a country, and a better future for the next generation, is a 
work in progress and that the “work is never done”: as he argues, “the American experiment 
in self-government gives work and purpose to each generation” (March 2015). Victoria West, 
in her article, “A Style of His Own: A Rhetorical Analysis of President Barack Obama’s 
Inaugural Addresses”, argues that: 
President Obama does use religious rhetoric when he tries to accomplish this 
sense of unity in his 2009 inaugural address; however he uses this religious 
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rhetoric while also relying heavily on the shared American ideals set forth by the 
Founding Fathers. Obama (2009) does so by affirming that Americans must carry 
on the idea of the “God-given promise that all are equal, all are free, and all 
deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of happiness (West 8).  
 Obama’s reliance on the Jeremiad not only supplements his rhetoric about the 
American Dream but, perhaps, also undermines it. His use of the jeremiad involves 
references to the same problems that endanger the American Dream. The warnings and bleak 
views that are part of the Jeremiad serve as a negative reminder that the American Dream too 
is in danger these days and a work in progress. In a way, the Jeremiad tradition serves as the 
more pessimistic version of the American Dream rhetoric, warning his audience that it has to 
start acting on the improvement and realization of old ideals. Another interesting and 
noteworthy point is that the use of the jeremiad does not always have a positive outcome. 
Despite Obama’s optimistic note that there is always room for progress, many people believe 
that he focuses too much on the bad things. For example, former New York City Mayor Rudy 
Giuliani claimed that “I do not believe that the president loves America”. In an interview 
Giuliani argued that: 
We have a president who spends all his time criticizing us…what I said last night 
at Scott Walker’s fundraiser, I have said 100 times, that the president does not 
exude, in his rhetoric, the kind of love of America that American presidents 
traditionally exude, that we are exceptional, that we’re wonderful, that we have 
done things that no other nation has ever done. And then, as a footnote to that, 
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that we have our faults, and they have to be worked on, but we’re one of the few 
countries that can really correct its faults. That was in the context of being asked 
what kind of Republican presidential candidate I wanted to see…what I’m 
looking for is somebody that can, once again, re-assert the exceptionalism of the 
United States, the way my president, the one I worked for, Ronald Reagan did. 
 The Jeremiad tradition is much more explicitly critical of the United States than the 
American Dream tradition. Its critical elements may well overshadow its other aspects. By 
focusing too much on what is wrong with the country, Obama sometimes dwarfs his 
optimism about progress and hope. Continuously summing up the problems, which is a 
characteristic of the jeremiad, can also discourage people from believing that problems are 
solvable; how can problems be solved when the list is never ending? This discouragement is 
visible in Giulani’s comment on how there has never been a president more critical of the 
United States than Obama. Thus, the thin line between making sure problems are being 
discussed and focusing too much on the difficulties besetting society can easily be crossed by 
excessive use of the jeremiad.  
 There is another issue in the jeremiad tradition that creates problems for Obama. 
Obama’s use of the jeremiad does not only point out the flaws of the nation, it also suggests 
that in order to turn things around and find solution for current problems, everybody should 
contribute and do their share of work. The essence of this idea brings us back to what John F. 
Kennedy once said: “ask not what your country can do for you - ask what you can do for your 
country”. Obama, similar to Kennedy, challenges every citizen to put aside his or her pride 
and selfishness in order to contribute to the work that needs to be done in order to face the 
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challenges ahead. The important message hidden in all this is that Obama expects the citizens 
to trigger change themselves and not sit around waiting for the government to solve all their 
problems. Perhaps more explicitly than in the tradition of the American Dream, there is in 
this tradition the problem of agency. On the one hand, Obama expects the citizens to not rely 
too much on the government to solve their problems, on the other hand he frequently 
underlines the importance of the government and its role.  
This ambiguity returns in Obama’s political philosophy and convictions. As 
Kloppenberg and other Obama scholars indicate, Obama is influenced not only by Franklin 
Roosevelt’s New Deal tradition but also by the tradition of civic humanism. 
Civic humanism is generally taken as an equivalent or as a particular variant of 
republicanism, meaning a conception of politics in which government is in 
principle the common business of the citizens. [..] The republic requires 
widespread civic virtue, i.e., the active participation of citizens united by a 
concern for the common good. The virtues of citizenship are in turn developed 
and enhanced by being exercised in upholding republican political and legal 
institutions and making them work by being involved in their operation 
(Moulakis).  
An adherent to civic humanism’s virtuous-citizen tradition and the regulatory-state tradition, 
Obama advocates on the one hand individual activism and, on the other, a strong government 
role. The rhetoric about the American Dream and the jeremiad tend to emphasize individual 
activism. But as Obama’s health care legislation indicates, he also embraces the idea of a 
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strong government. As we have seen, the jeremiad uses religion and religious ideas to discuss 
current social problems. According to John Fea, Obama employs religious believes “in a way 
that better reflects the Founding Fathers’ practice of fusing Christian belief and civic 
humanism. Fea adds that, 
The founders believed that republics survived only when people were willing, at 
times, to place the needs of their country over their own personal interests or 
passions. Civic humanists called such behavior “virtue”. Personal sacrifice for the 
common good would provide a necessary check to the selfishness that could 
easily arise when people become obsessed with individual rights. 
In combining the ideals of the jeremiad and civic humanism, Obama aims to maintain the 
government’s guiding position while at the same time placing responsibility at the level of 
individual citizens. As critics have claimed, Obama only points out the problems without 
providing a solution. 
 In conclusion, Obama often uses the jeremiad while addressing problems. By doing 
so, he wants to make sure problems will be discussed. However, his excessive use of 
jeremiad can also undermine the image of hope and progress that he is trying to create in his 
speeches. And it raises, once more, the problem of agency. 
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Chapter 3 
Civil Rights Rhetoric 
[..] And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have 
a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 
I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning 
of its creed: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal". 
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I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves 
and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table 
of brotherhood. I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state 
sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will 
be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 
I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they 
will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. 
(M.L. King) 
 Fifty two years ago, Martin Luther King Jr. had a dream. As one of the leaders in the 
African-American Civil Right Movements, he dreamed of a day that all American citizens 
would have the same rights, the rights that were promised to them by the Founding Fathers 
and passed down to further generations by the Declaration of Independence. He dreamed of 
the day that the words “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal” 
would become more than a slogan, the day that White America would start to believe that not 
only are “all men created equal”, but that they would also be treated equally.  
 Martin Luther King Jr. hoped that one day an “American progressive alliance would 
come together to accomplish this national transformation” (Howard-Pitney). In the fifty years 
that have since passed, America has gotten a lot closer to achieving Martin Luther King’s 
dream and vision for the future. Barack Obama’s successful presidential election has, 
naturally, played a crucial role in partially fulfilling that vision.   
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Obama’s victory is an extraordinary step toward the redemption of America’s 
original 400-year-old sin. It is astonishing not least for its quickness, coming just 
145 years after President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation 
effectively ending slavery and four decades after the assassination of Martin 
Luther King Jr. (Gray 2008).  
So, “the fierce urgency of now”, as King put it over fifty years ago, has certainly faded a little 
over the decades. Not only does the United States have its first black president, a notion that 
would have been inconceivable in King’s time, segregation has also partly (legally at least) 
come to an end, which can make it seem as if the race issues in America are a subject of the 
past.  
 According to Howell, in his essay “Change and Continuity in Concession and Victory 
Speeches: Race, Gender, and Age in the Closing Statements of the 2008 Presidential 
Campaign”, “during the 2008 presidential election campaign, race was an exciting topic for 
many Americans, given the historic nature of Obama’s candidacy. However, race became a 
controversial issue following two events”. The first event, which will be discussed later on, 
consisted of media reports about comments reverend Jeremiad A. Wright Jr. had made during 
his sermons. The second event was Geraldine Ferraro’s comments about “Obama’s race and 
his status as a presidential contender”. Ferraro, a former congresswoman and vice-
presidential candidate working with Hillary Clinton, had stated that “Obama’s race had 
catapulted him into the position of a presidential contender” (Parker, 2008). She had told The 
Daily Breeze that “If Obama was a white man, he would not be in this position. And if he was 
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a woman of any color, he would not be in this position. He happens to be very lucky to be 
who he is. And the country is caught up in the concept” (Ferraro 2008).  
 But regardless of whether Obama’s skin color had anything to do with his candidacy, 
he proved to be a very smart man. Obama used his bi-racial background to appeal to a broad 
spectrum of the nation. By using his own life story, Obama portrayed his faith in America: 
I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas. I was 
raised with the help of a white grandfather who survived a Depression to serve in 
Patton’s Army during World War II and a white grandmother who worked on a 
bomber assembly line at Fort Leavenworth while he was overseas. I’ve gone to 
some of the best schools in America and lived in one of the world’s poorest 
nations. I am married to a black American who carries within her the blood of 
slaves and slave owners – an inheritance we pass on to our two precious 
daughters. I have brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, of every 
race and every hue, scattered across three continents, and for as long as I live, I 
will never forget that in no other country on Earth is my story even possible. 
 Despite his optimism and his belief that in America the greatest thing can happen, he 
never denied that his race had not played a part in his campaign. In his “A More Perfect 
Union” speech, he admitted that even though his incredible story could only take place in 
America, it does not mean that he was not subjected to racial bigotry:  
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[..] This is not to say that race has not been an issue in the campaign. At various 
stages in the campaign, some commentators have deemed me either “too black” 
or “not black enough”. We saw racial tensions bubble to the surface during the 
week before the South Carolina primary. The press has scoured every exit poll for 
the latest evidence of racial polarization, not just in terms of white and black, but 
black and brown as well. 
The truth is, that it would be naive to think that even though race still plays a big part in the 
American society, it would not play a big role in the election of the first black American 
president. Even though, according to Remnick, Obama’s campaign team “was not eager to 
put ethnicity at the center of the campaign” (665), the issue remained that Obama was “the 
first African-American running for the Presidency with any chance of winning, and it would 
have been naive to think that race would fail to insinuate itself into the campaign somewhere 
along the line” (Remnick 653).  
 Race became a very ambiguous issue in Obama’s case. On the one hand, being the 
first black person in the history of the United States to run for president “with any chance of 
winning” drew a considerable amount of attention, but on the other hand he was deemed not 
black enough and his skin color worked against him. Not only did the “Clinton campaign 
target Obama’s ‘lack of American roots’” (673), the African-American community also didn’t 
consider him as one of its own. Even though they shared the same skin color, the African-
Americans, along with many white people, believed that Obama lacked “roots in basic 
American values and culture” because of his Kenyan background. He was brought up by a 
white mother and happened to be black because his father was from Kenya; so he shared no 
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mutual history with the African-American population. The African-American voters believed 
that Obama could not take black people for granted just because he also happened to be black 
(Remnick 660). This came as a great disappointment to Obama who had hoped that black 
leaders would rally to him in great numbers (Remnick 686). Moreover, exactly because, in 
the end, black voters rallied around his candidacy and helped him win the White House, 
Obama was anxious not to emphasize “black” issues as a president. 
 In the five decades that have passed since Martin Luther King Jr.’s call for justice and 
equality, America has changed for the better. But Martin Luther King’s dream still has a long 
way to go. “The disparities between white and black education systems, incomes, crime rates, 
incarceration rates and many other things testify to the continued and deeply entrenched 
inequalities of the African-American experience (Boag). Way too often, the news of 
shootings of unarmed black people dominates the news channels. The distrust of the justice 
system among African-Americans has soared in the previous years. According to the 
Washington Post, only 1 in 10 African-Americans believes that racial minorities receive equal 
treatment; only 2 in 10 African-Americans say they truly believe that whites and blacks are 
treated equally by the law enforcement. The overall findings “underscore the depth of distrust 
among a sizable majority of African-Americans toward the police, as well as doubts about the 
treatment of unarmed black men in Ferguson, Mo., and New York City” (Balz).  
 With the tension rising and the soaring number of riots in the previous years, Martin 
Luther King’s dream has turned into a challenge for Barack Obama. Clearly, racial tension in 
the United States is not new: it has been a long standing issue which has changed for the 
better but still exists. Even though the race issue has occasionally been the topic of discussion 
among politicians and scholars alike, it has been an issue that most people tiptoed around. 
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Yet, the recent happenings have induced politicians, and especially President Obama, to take 
a stance and share their deepest personal feelings about race in America with the public. 
"Trayvon Martin could have been me," Obama said, before sharing some of his own 
experiences in which he had been a victim of racial profiling. According to Georgetown Law 
professor and civil rights expert Paul Butler, President Obama “essentially changed his racial 
rhetoric” after the recent happenings. His rhetoric "has evolved from cultural critiques of 
African-Americans to his actually saying the word ‘racism.’" But despite the fact that Obama 
condemns the shootings, he also, on several occasions, stated that the African-Americans 
must also take responsibility for their own lives and actions: 
If we're honest with ourselves, we'll admit that during the course of 50 years, 
there were times when some of us claiming to push for change lost our way. The 
anguish of assassinations set off self-defeating riots. Legitimate grievances 
against police brutality tipped into excuse-making for criminal behavior. Racial 
politics could cut both ways, as the transformative message of unity and 
brotherhood was drowned out by the language of recrimination. And what had 
once been a call for equality of opportunity, the chance for all Americans to work 
hard and get ahead was too often framed as a mere desire for government support 
-- as if we had no agency in our own liberation, as if poverty was an excuse for 
not raising your child, and the bigotry of others was reason to give up on yourself.  
 Obama’s desire to unify all races, and be as much white as he is black, backfired and 
caused even more controversy when it came to his response to the recent series of shooting of 
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unarmed black men starting with the Trayvon Martin case. Even though, as was pointed out 
earlier, Obama commented on the incident and compared Trayvon with himself, there was a 
lot of criticism of the way he handled the situation. Critics claimed that he handled the 
situation with indifference and failed to take a stance on racism. According to The Guardian, 
despite the fact that Obama, during his presidential campaign stated that “race is an issue that 
I believe this nation cannot afford to ignore right now”, he occasionally seemed to think he 
could afford to ignore it. Obama, it was said, failed to express empathy toward the victims of 
police brutality, and had thus “turned over his public confrontation of racism entirely to 
another black man: Eric Holder” (The Guardian). Holder, the nation’s first black US attorney 
general was labeled as “Obama’s black id”. Holder, who was more outspoken when it came 
to racial issues, at some point described America as “a nation of cowards”, when it came to 
discussing racism. When Obama was asked if he agreed with Holder’s statement, he 
immediately distanced himself from the comment but added that despite Holder’s poor choice 
of words, he certainly did have a point:  
We’re oftentimes uncomfortable with talking about race until there’s some sort of 
racial flare-up or conflict [..] We could probably be more constructive in facing 
up to sort of the painful legacy of slavery and Jim Crow and discrimination. 
Later on, in the same interview, Obama added: 
I’m not somebody who believes that constantly talking about race somehow 
solves racial tensions,” Mr. Obama said. “I think what solves racial tensions is 
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fixing the economy, putting people to work, making sure that people have health 
care, ensuring that every kid is learning out there. I think if we do that, then we’ll 
probably have more fruitful conversations. 
This statement led many people to believe that Obama himself is also not being constructive 
about racial issues by avoiding talks on race. Not being willing to use every opportunity to 
talk about race and racism in America, however, should not immediately be considered as 
being indifferent. According to The New York Times, “Obama has been hyperconscious that 
he is the president of everyone and has sought to avoid defining himself or his agenda on the 
basis of race”. 
 There are other aspects of the debate about race that have to be taken into account to 
understand Obama’s position, and that have an impact on the evaluation of his stance. 
Recently, Obama has become more outspoken in his remarks about police violence and 
efforts to curtail voting rights (African-American voter rights prominently among them). 
Furthermore, minimizing talks on race issues does not take away that Obama himself has 
often had to deal with “race”. From accusations that he is not an American to the controversy 
around his name and his possible connections to Muslim groups, he has experienced his fair 
share of racial prejudice. But to point fingers and simply blame whites for all racial problems 
besetting the United States would undermine his position as a president. Moreover, there is 
that fact that, with African-Americans only making up 13 percent of the United States 
population, Obama needs the support of white Americans in order to be able to implement 
change. Not only does his job, as the president, require him to set aside his personal feelings 
in order to objectively approach current racial issues, he also realizes that, in order to gain 
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white support, he needs to adopt white rhetoric and values. Implementing change when it 
comes to segregation, racial prejudice and violence against minorities will inevitably be a lost 
cause without white support. Thus, using the same tactic that great African-American leaders 
such as King used in the past, Obama adopted “white” rhetorical strategies and tools. Relying 
on what unites Americans, such as the constitution, the Founding Fathers and the notion of 
the American Dream, Obama tries to win the trust of the white population. In doing so, he 
attempts to show that skin color should play no role in creating communities and a nation 
sharing the same history. Of course, different ethnic groups have different perceptions when it 
comes to their shared history; nonetheless, it is what unites them as a nation. Obama shares 
with presidents who occupied the White House before him the fact (and desire or even duty) 
that he must be a president of all Americans, Democrats as well as Republicans, blacks as 
well as whites. The fact that even though he is black, he will never fully be perceived as 
African-American, but he will never be perceived as white either, only boosts Obama’s wish 
(and fate) to linger in the middle. 
 The fact that Obama will never be perceived as fully white or black has a silver 
lining: it enables him to relate to certain situations from different perspectives. What is often 
forgotten when it comes to racial issues, is that there is more than one point of view to be 
considered. There is no denying that minorities in America occasionally get subjected to 
racial profiling and are victims of segregation and prejudice. Obama admits that the African-
Americans have to deal with some serious issues, one of them being “embracing the burdens” 
of the past without becoming its victims. But he also suggests that in order to transcend 
problems, both sides need to be heard and considered:  
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So when they [whites] are told to bus their children to a school across town; when 
they hear that an African American is getting an advantage in land a good job or a 
spot in a college because of an injustice that they themselves never committed; 
when they’re told that their fears about crime in urban neighborhoods are 
somehow prejudiced, resentment builds over time (Obama 2008).  
Of course, white resentment against blacks is as counter-productive as black hostility towards 
whites. But “to wish away the resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or 
even racist, without recognizing they are grounded in legitimate concerns – this too widens 
the racial divide, and blocks the path to understanding” (Obama 2008).   
 Like M.L. King, Obama has the hard task of acknowledging minority issues, but at 
the same time not falling into the trap of copying hostile (white) attitudes and seeing blacks 
only as victims. Also, as the president of all Americans, and like King, he wants African-
Americans to adopt the morals and values of “mainstream” American society. This is the 
point that his former pastor, Reverend Wright, tried to make but articulated in a hostile way. 
When ABC News reviewed dozens of reverend Wright’s sermons and published excerpts of 
them, there was a lot of attention drawn to Obama and his relationship with Wright. 
Conservatives started to focus on Obama’s close bond to Wright and his role in the 
congregation which emphasized “black empowerment” (Kantor). So when Wright started to 
make ‘outrageous’ comments about whites in America and accused the government of 
spreading AIDS among African-Americans, the focus was set on Obama and his reaction to 
all the commotion. According to the New York Times, Wright’s church was more Afrocentric 
and politically active than other black congregations. Nonetheless, with attendees such as 
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Oprah Winfrey and other prominent black professionals, the congregation was considered 
mainstream. Wright himself was “one of the first black religious leaders to protest apartheid 
and welcome gay and lesbian worshipers” (Kantor). Due to Obama’s close bond with Wright, 
the reverend’s comments cast a dark and gloomy atmosphere on Obama’s campaign. 
According to Remnick, “the atmosphere of dark frenzy and frustration was so deep that the 
Clinton team fasted onto any notion that the Obamas were anti-white or were subtly dealing 
the race card” (723). T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, an African-American studies professor at 
Vanderbilt, added that 
Wright’s homiletics had the effect of coloring Obama in a bit too darkly; his 
damning of American racism and genocides at home and abroad diminished 
Obama’s averred gift of ‘second sight’ into both black and white worlds, marred 
his claim to authenticity and a new politics (Sharpley-Whiting 520). 
 Due to the Wright controversy, Obama had no choice but to distance himself, to an 
extent, from his former pastor. But no matter how hard he tried, there was still the fact that 
Obama had sat through enough of Wright’s sermons, without making any objections, to know 
that it would be foolish to try to distance himself from Wright completely, especially after he 
had praised him as a minister and a personal mentor on many occasions (Remnick 725). In an 
attempt at damage control, “the campaign put out a statement distancing Obama from the 
sermons but it was obvious that a more concerted effort was needed (Remnick 726). Obama 
also stated that “had the reverend not retired, and had he not acknowledged that what he had 
said had deeply offended people and was inappropriate and mischaracterized what I believe is 
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the greatness of this country, for all its flaws, then I wouldn’t have felt as comfortable staying 
at the church” (28). He also claimed that if he had been present at any of Wright’s outrageous 
sermons, he would most definitely have objected. Despite all his attempt to distance himself 
from Wright and his views, critics claimed that his response to the whole situation was 
inadequate. The Saint Paul Pioneer Press even claimed that Obama “hoped to use the issue 
to launch a broader discussion about race in America” (Talev, 2008).  
 In the wake of the controversy, despite their efforts to put race in the background, 
Obama and his aides realized that “Wright’s sermons intensified it [race] in the worst way 
possible” (Remnick 725). The urgency of the situation led to Obama taking the stance and 
delivering his ‘A More Perfect Union’ speech, in which he addressed race with a tone of 
unity. The speech focused on how Americans, regardless of their skin color or religion, 
should learn that “while they may face challenges and discrimination in their own lives, they 
must never succumb to despair or cynicism” and that they must “always believe that they can 
write their own destiny”. He, furthermore, added that even tough Wright’s sermons might 
come off as hateful or outrageous at times, they were, ironically, quintessentially a very 
American approach to life. According to Obama, although Wright might not always articulate 
his believes in a politically correct manner, the essence of his massage was that people, in 
particular minority groups, should take control of their own lives and stop waiting for 
sympathy and approval from the majority. He added that Wright’s mistake was that he had 
failed to understand that “embarking on a program of self-help” also required the belief that 
“society can change”:  
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The profound mistake of Reverend Wright’s sermons is not that he spoke about 
racism in our society. It’s that he spoke as if our society was static; as if no 
progress has been made; as if this country – a country that has made it possible 
for one of his own members to run for the highest office in the land and build a 
coalition of white and black; Latino and Asian, rich and poor, young and old — is 
still irrevocably bound to a tragic past. 
And while Obama, on many occasions, distanced himself from Wright’s statements, he again 
and again advocated the self-help that Wright preached about: something that was utterly 
familiar to black churchgoers but often times came as a surprise to white audiences, that “the 
first step toward racial equality was black folks lifting themselves from poverty through self-
discipline: turning off the TV, respecting their elders, pulling up their pants, and working 
hard” (Sugrue 88-89). Sugrue adds that Obama singled out black men in particular. He 
lamented that there were many black men who “have abandoned their responsibilities, acting 
like boys instead of men”. He pointed out that the foundation of families is weaker because of 
their behavior. In one of his speeches, Obama also noted that “If you’re African American, 
there’s about a one in two chance you grow up without a father in your house -- one in 
two” (Obama 2014). Therefore, he asked black men to take responsibility. The first step 
toward change is recognizing the problem: so the president challenged the many black men 
who tended to blame society for their failures to do better themselves, accept their failures 
and take steps towards change. The president’s remarks show that even though he wants to 
fight racism, he also believes that black people should not be acquitted from their 
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responsibilities and their role in society. The face that race inequality still exists, does not 
mean that African-Americans should sit back and accept their fate.  
 According to Obama, even though racial issues are something tangible in society, 
there is not a particular group which can be blamed for these problems. Whites as well as 
blacks have failed to meet their responsibilities and therefore society has still not reached a 
post-racial period. The speech focused on the unfinished task that American society had to 
finish. It called for unity in order to bring an end to racism, racial prejudices and injustice. 
But the speech also infused hope to make clear that even though a ‘perfect society’ is a myth, 
and although America still has a long way to go in reaching a post-racial era, hope is never 
lost. The fact that change is visible and the nation is making progress one generation at a 
time, shows that Americans can finally reach their goals.  
Things are getting better. Each successive generation seems to be making 
progress in changing attitudes when it comes to race. Doesn't mean we're in a 
post-racial society. Doesn't mean racism has been eliminated. [..] But, you know, 
when I talk to Malia and Sasha, and I listen to their friends and I see them 
interact, they’re better than we are. They're better than we were on these issues. 
 Obama’s remarkable status as the first black president of the United States created an 
odd situation. His black background helped getting him elected but also created problems, 
particularly in terms of policy. Obama’s efforts to prevent his campaign and presidency from 
putting too much stress on race have proven to be futile. America’s first black president has 
fueled discussion on race. In an effort to turn this problem into an advantage, he has tried, on 
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many occasion, to use his own biography and mixed background to create unity and suggest 
that anything is possible in America. However, his refusal, during the first years of his 
administration, to take a firm stance on race issues, which many African-Americans 
perceived as indifference on his part, has been increasingly displaced by an explicit campaign 
to discuss race matters. The rhetoric of the Civil Rights movement, and particularly of M.L. 
King, has enabled Obama to justify his original distance from the debate about race issues as 
well as his current commitment to this debate. King’s rhetoric about unity and harmony 
served Obama’s purposes in both cases. Yet it also makes him vulnerable to the very 
accusations raised against King: that he is too conciliatory and, in a way, rather naïve about 
race relations. The odd tension between critical comments and chauvinistically optimistic 
words about America’s promise that are part of Obama’s use of the jeremiad (and his use of 
the American Dream) return in his Civil Rights rhetoric. Obama’s critical tendencies are 
again and again offset by optimistic ideas of hope, unity, and progress. 
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Conclusion 
 President Obama’s speeches are very appealing to a broad audience. His speeches 
seem perfect, as they are simultaneously intellectual, bold, intriguing, thoughtful and 
eloquent. The messages he provides throughout his speeches do not include views shared by 
everyone. However, the way the president speaks and presents his speeches, sharpens 
everyone’s ears. There is a reason for why Obama’s speeches are so applicable to everyone. 
His rhetoric never excludes anyone based upon his or her religion, nationality or sexuality. 
This thesis has examined Obama’s speeches in order to get a better sense of the rhetorical 
tools that president Obama uses to “sell” his policies and appeal to a large (almost global) 
audience. 
 Obama frequently uses the notion of the American Dream in his speeches but in a 
slightly redefined way that harks back to its original meaning. The American Dream is 
usually associated with materialistic prosperity. But as has been pointed out, the American 
Dream is not merely materialistic. One of the main aspects of the American Dream is that “all 
men are equal” and are entitled to a fair chance to pursue their dreams and happiness. As 
historian Adams pointed out, it is a dream according to which all men and women are capable 
of living their lives to the fullest, regardless of their circumstances of birth and position. As 
we have seen, Adams first came up with the term during the Great Depression in the 
nineteen-twenties. His main goal was to renew hope and demonstrate not only that with hard 
work, the country could get back on track, but also that people can rebuild their lives and be 
prosperous again. Even though the American Dream has developed into a more materialistic 
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vision over the years, its importance in American society and American politics has remained 
the same: it contains a sense of immaterial renewal. President Obama took office during the 
second most influential economic crisis in American history. His victory most definitely 
showed that nothing is impossible in America; he was elected the first black president only 
fifty years after Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination. That proves that regardless of the fact 
that America has not yet reached a post-racial era, a black man still gets a fair chance at 
pursuing his ambitions. Obama occasionally uses his own story as an example of 
embodiment of the American Dream. But he also uses the American Dream as a critical tool, 
indicating that parts of its promise still need to be fulfilled.Many people, particularly African-
Americans and immigrants, were struggling to make ends meet and has thus lost their hope of 
ever achieving their own American Dream. According to Stout and Le, Obama’s successful 
candidacy did help improve their view on the future. Next to offering hope to these 
Americans and stimulating them to overcome the economic crisis, it also helped people 
realize some of the problems of political and economic inequality still besetting American 
society. 
 The recession was clearly not the only problem that the president and the country had 
to deal with. As chapter two shows, in order to discuss these problems without creating a 
sense of hopelessness, Obama often uses the jeremiad. Similar to the American Dream, the 
American Jeremiad is an old rhetorical device that has lost its religious elements but is still 
commonly used as a political tool. The jeremiad is easily traceable in Obama’s speeches. He 
uses the jeremiad to discuss a broad spectrum of topics such as recession, wars, 
unemployment, healthcare and racism. He truly believes that “there’s nothing America can’t 
handle if we actually look squarely at the problem”.  By using the jeremiad, he tries to show 
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how the nation has failed to live up to its duties and promise. Even though he never blames a 
specific group for the current problems and calls the status quo a “collective failure”, he 
acknowledges that the nation has failed to set forth the ideals and visions of its ancestors. 
Obama uses the jeremiad to be critical of developments in American society and to prod 
Americans to work on the problems that beset society. As can be seen in chapter two, critics 
have noted that Obama focuses too excessively on these problems, an aspect they use to 
accuse him of being overly critical about America and unpatriotic. By using the jeremiad, 
however, Obama tries to denounce those critics because the jeremiad is not only about 
pointing out problems, but also about fostering hope: even though perfection can rarely be 
achieved, there is always room for progress, and improvements will occur. Obama relies on 
the nationalism that, according to historians such as Bercovitch has become part of the 
jeremiad tradition, to protect himself against these types of accusations. Intriguingly, the 
question is whether he really succeeds in this. 
 In chapter three I pointed out that the United States has gotten a lot closer to 
achieving Martin Luther King’s dream and vision for the future: a nation that has moved 
beyond racism and prejudices. Obama’s election has played a crucial role in partially 
fulfilling that dream. However, this does not mean that the nation has reached a post-racial 
era; race still plays a pivotal role in the American society. The interesting point in Obama’s 
case is that he had to deal with race issues on a private as well as a political level. Being the 
first black president of the United States created controversies. Some people were proud that 
the country had finally reached a point where a black man got a fair chance at the American 
Dream, while critics deemed him not black enough, not American enough, or simply not 
suitable for the position. At first, Obama chose not to focus too much on his race. He referred 
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to elements that bind all Americans together such as the constitution, the Founding Fathers 
and the notion of the American Dream. By doing so, he not only tried to create unity, but also 
tried to win the trust of white Americans. However, that did not prevent him from using his 
own story as an example and evidence to prove that, indeed, anything is possible in American 
society regardless of race and social status. After all he is an embodiment of the American 
dream. Due to issues such as police brutality, racial profiling, and voter disenfranchisement, 
he has begun to focus increasingly on race issues. The rhetoric of the Civil Rights movement 
and particularly of M.L. King is a helpful tool in this respect. Like the American Dream and 
Jeremiad rhetoric, it allows him to be critical of developments in American society but couch 
this critique in an optimistic, harmoniously nationalist perspective about the promise of 
American society. As in the case of the rhetoric about the American Dream and the jeremiad, 
the exact balance between critical and chauvinistic aspects here is an issue for debate. 
 Overall, there is another problem. As the saying goes, actions speak louder than 
words. As we have seen in all three chapters, turning rhetoric into actions proves not to be 
easy. Obama’s speeches clearly demonstrate his ideals and what he stands for, but in his two 
terms as a president he has not always been able to put his ideals to work. An example of this 
is his wish for every American to have equal opportunities in life. In reality, not everyone has 
these opportunities. Rhetoric and reality conflict, undoubtedly to Obama’s regret. 
There is no doubt that Obama is a very eloquent speaker who can deliver intriguing 
and touching speeches. If, as presidential scholars nowadays argue, we have entered the era 
of the “rhetorical presidency” (Tulis), Obama is among its best representatives: if ruling is 
talking, he should be rated among the top five American presidents on the list made up by 
presidential scholars. The moment the relationship between rhetoric and reality becomes part 
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of the evaluation of presidents, Obama faces a different situation, however. In that case, the 
tension between critical and chauvinistic elements in his rhetoric remains one of the most 
interesting issues. His words reflect the perennial problem of reformers: his ideals stand for a 
better tomorrow, not only for American but for everyone across the globe, and in that sense 
offer hope and visions of progress; at the same time, they are critical of the present situation. 
How to balance the positive and the negative elements is a delicate job. 
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